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Mary Swander
THIS HOUSE
1.
I see my mother 
on the porch sewing.
The thread winds around 
her finger and tries to forget.
The needle sticks her finger 
and her finger does not bleed.
Her hands have no feeling. 
They move through the dark
like indigo buntings 
on a fall night.
They navigate by the stars. 
They find their way home
in the spring when the red oak 
in the yard turns green.
The red oak in the yard 
turns green, turns red.
The branches droop, 
sweep across the porch.
The leaves fall, stabbing 
tiny holes in the snow.
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2.
I hear my mother 
in the kitchen singing.
She loses her place, 
she loses her breath.
She places her hand over the stove 
and the stove steams.
The stove swims toward her.
Her apron flaps
at her waist like a fin.
Her body slackens and shivers.
Her arms rise 
and her body stiffens.
She floats through the door, 
through other rooms.
She swims back
to the stream of her birth,
a salmon 
ready to spawn.
3.
I see my mother 
on the basement stairs
carrying a laundry basket 
braced against her hip 
as if it were a child.
It is Monday.
It is always Monday.
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The old M aytag 
chugs and spits.
The cement floor cracks
and the w ater drains from  the tub.
The soap separates—
a slab of fat,
lye leached from  ashes.
The clothes curl, 
roll into a ball.
The whole cellar 
goes into torpor.
4 .
1 hear my m other 
in the attic hunting 
for her w inter coat.
A trunk  opens.
Daylight burrow s in, 
darkens.
My m other’s coat hangs 
in the corner, its arm s 
tucked under like wings.
My m other’s coat hangs 
from  her body.
She sways.
She stoops.
She slumps to the floor.
She nestles under an eave,
draws her legs up to her chin, 
crawls into herself, 
buries her face in fur.
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5 .
I sit on the stoop, 
Mother, watching
the moon emerge, molt, 
glide home,
move through the rooms 
of this house,
rooms becoming 
red and swollen.
Under the windows 
the snow melts
exposing the sun, 
an unlettered stone.
The sun rising 
over this house,
spins, turns north, 
waits for you
to return, 
or take wing,
glide toward the moon, 
glide home.
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